Methodological Challenges for the Twenty First Century

The final conference organized under the Research Methods Programme was held in Manchester on November 22-23 and focussed on methodological challenges to social science. Nigel Thrift (VC, University of Warwick) kicked things off with a wide-ranging look into the future that included a number of methods-related challenges: the sheer weight of data, of all kinds, now becoming available and the range of ways in which data are generated; the intersection between social science and humanities and social science and science and the changing boundaries; and the need for a new style of social science that uses the web to communicate. Nigel also argued that the dichotomy between qualitative and quantitative was no longer valid as methods ‘seep’ into each other, the boundaries of ‘objectivity’ change and new ‘devices’ influence methodology. 
Ian Diamond provided a comprehensive review of the key challenges that he saw in terms of achieving ESRC’s Methods agenda. This included the importance of the two-way relationship between social science and science and the need for social science to use methods that were sound and defensible to support a critical analysis of society.  Ian also highlighted the need for integration: of survey data, administrative data and ‘born digital’ data; integration of quantitative and qualitative data; and integration of data at different levels and with different structures. The detailed over-heads from his talk are available at: http://www.ccsr.ac.uk/methods/events/challenges/documents/manchestermethods.ppt
The rest of the conference was organized under five themes: 

Methodological challenges to providing research evidence for policy
Case-based methods versus variable-based methods

Family relationships and genetics: crossing the medical and social science divide 

Research design, data collection and analysis using mixed methods 

Will new forms of data replace the social survey? 

Details of all presentations and summaries are available on the RMP web-site at: http://www.ccsr.ac.uk/methods/events/challenges/index.shtml. Some key points emerging from the themes are highlighted here. 
· Discussions around research evidence for policy brought out some of the complexities of such work – both methodological and political. Economists highlighted the importance of establishing the counterfactual and the importance of qualitative evidence to go alongside statistical analysis was widely agreed. 
· Discussions over the pros and cons of randomised controlled trials reached a remarkable consensus, recognising the role of RCTs across a wide range of social interventions, but also the difficulty of conducting them in a rigorous way and the need to avoid over-stating the case – either for or against.  
· At the core of the discussion over case-based methods was not a separation between case-based and variable-based methods as they might translate onto a ‘quantitative/qualitative’ divide but, instead, diverging ‘norms’ of data analysis. Central to the discussion therefore was the potential for diverging positions to be reconciled in three methodological developments which bring statistical and qualitative researchers into closer dialogue: Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA); Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA) and; Social Network Analysis (SNA). 
· There is a growing understanding of the role of genotype in pre-disposing people to certain illnesses (eg cancer, diabetes, asthma). However, Andrew pickles argued that we need to overturn the traditional oppositional divide between genetics and environment and, instead, think about the process of gene-environment interaction. We need social science informed genetics and genetically informed social, science.

· Sessions on mixed-methods covered the design of such studies, the relative weighting of different studies, issues that arise when integrating methods from different traditions, whether ‘mixed-methods ability’ is a property of individuals or research teams, and how research quality should be measured.  
· In a debate on whether new forms of data will replace the social survey, Mike Savage set out a case for recognising that the massive increase of administrative and transactional data means that the social scientist is no longer the major collector or instigator of data and that, while surveys will continue, they will form a smaller proportion of the market share than other data sources. Richard Webber provided many examples of the huge amount of analysis could be done using administrative data sources. Stephen Jenkins outlined plans for the new UK Household Longitudinal Panel Survey and concluded that there is enormous scope to enhance traditional surveys with administrative data – but that the social survey is still essential to social science. 

Angela Dale. 
I am grateful to Gemma Edwards and Mark Rodgers for writing summaries of the case-based methods sessions and the mixed-methods sessions, respectively. Their full reports are available on the conference web-site. 
